Social-capital explanations of school outcomes, particularly of the school outcomes of immigrant children and children of immigrants, have come into wide use in recent years. These explanations attempt to account for individual or group variations in school performance by viewing the family and community relations that surround children as forms of investments that yield payoffs in schools. These family and community relations are seen as specific to immigrant groups, or "ethnicity as social capital" (Bankston, Caldas, and Zhou 1997). I believe that although this ethnicity-as-social-capital approach can be a valuable one, it runs the risk of overlooking the complex and contradictory nature of the association between immigrant social relations and the adaptation of immigrant children and children of immigrants. Normative relations among immigrants and their children are not inherent ethnic properties brought from homelands, but the results of responses to the challenges and deprivations of the host country. In addition, social ties that may pay off in one way (say, school success) may constitute liabilities in other ways. For example, the same ties among children, parents, and communities that support strong school performance may also result in estrangement from peers and social discrimination for youths from immigrant communities.
The use of "capital" as an explanation of the school achievement of immigrant children and children of immigrants can be seen as a version of an "input" approach to schooling. The term input refers to the influences on academic outcomes that students bring with them to school, while the term process refers to the influences of schools as institutions on 176 students. Process factors are, understandably, the center of attention of school reformers who are concerned with problems such as the unequal distribution of resources among schools. However, a concentration on school characteristics, such as resources, teacher training and experience, class sizes, and curricula, yield an incomplete picture if, as some researchers have suggested (see, e.g., Caldas 1993), school characteristics account for little variation in student outcomes. Process factors can be particularly unsatisfying as explanations of the differences between the school achievement of children of immigrants and other children, since the performance of children of immigrants is often superior to that of other students, even when youths from immigrant communities attend relatively disadvantaged schools (Zhou and Logan 2003) . The single process factor that may be relevant is the possibility that teachers perceive and treat children of some backgrounds differently from others. Teachers' perceptions of students may even rival some of the input factors in their impact on students' performance, but it is still necessary to explain where teachers' perceptions originate. James Coleman was concerned with ways in which family background may shape students' achievement. Moving beyond an emphasis on family socioeconomic status in the Coleman report (Coleman et al. 1966) , he argued that certain forms of structured social relations produce advantageous outcomes and could thus be seen as "capital." Specifically, emotionally intense, bounded networks among parents and other adults surrounding children, for example, enable adults "to establish norms and reinforce each other's sanctioning of the children" (Coleman Explanations of the school achievement of particular groups should not isolate the cultural characteristics of these groups, the social structures of groups, or the location of groups within the host society. Instead, theories need to probe how culture, social structures, and socioeconomic positions combine in complex ways to produce outcomes that are often unexpected and even paradoxical.
The ultimate question about social capital and schooling is whether this framework remains a useful way of thinking about educational outcomes. I believe it is useful as long as we keep in mind the problematic nature of the term social capital itself. Social capital is not an unqualified good. Social relations that create productive outcomes may nevertheless be products of unfortunate, even tragic, historic events. The social capital of a Vietnamese community is a result, at least in part, of a history of warfare, flight, and exile, much as social capital provided by the African American church is partly the result of a history of discrimination.
The concept is further clouded by the fact that it is not always easy to judge whether or not a given set of relations constitute "capital," an investment that may yield a desirable outcome. The outcome often depends on how a given structure of social relations and a set of beliefs and values fit with each other and with a particular area of investment. Vietnamese ethnicity may be a form of capital in promoting school outcomes because the ethnic social relations and their connected cultural values are consistent with school success. Vietnamese ethnicity may not be a positive form of capital in relation to other forms of adaptation, such as psychological wellbeing. Given the problematic character of the concept, I think that the most useful direction for future research on social capital would be an effort to specify circumstances under which ethnic capital pays off but also to identify the costs and sacrifices that are entailed.
